Bilateral but not unilateral testicular hypotrophy predicts for severe impairment of semen quality in men with varicocele undergoing infertility evaluation.
Varicocele is a common cause of infertility, and varicocele-associated testicular hypotrophy has been described as a potential cause of decreased semen quality. We investigated the relationship between testicular hypotrophy and poor semen quality in infertile men with varicoceles. We hypothesized that bilateral hypotrophy is required before the semen quality is severely impaired. We retrospectively identified consecutive patients with palpable varicoceles undergoing an infertility evaluation at a single academic center. Each patient was evaluated by the same clinician with history and physical examination. Testicular hypotrophy was defined as a size discrepancy of greater than 3 mL or an absolute size of less than 14 mL. Multivariate logistic regression analysis was used to determine the clinical predictors of total motile sperm count (TMC) of less than 20 million. A total of 245 men with complete data were identified, and 103 men with a TMC of less than 20 million sperm (mean age 36.2 +/- 6.6 years) were compared with 142 men with normal TMCs (mean age 37.1 +/- 6.5 years). On multivariate analysis, men with bilateral hypotrophy were nearly nine times more likely to have a TMC of less than 20 million sperm than were men without hypotrophy (odds ratio 8.8, 95% confidence interval 2.4 to 32.1), and six times more likely than those with unilateral hypotrophy (odds ratio 6.0, 95% confidence interval 1.4 to 26.3). Unilateral hypotrophy alone did not predict for a low TMC. Among men with varicoceles undergoing infertility evaluation, those with bilateral hypotrophy are at the greatest risk of impaired semen quality.